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Intimacy Surveilled: Religion, Sex, and Secular Cunning 


Since the end of the sixteenth century, the “putting into discourse of sex,” 
far from undergoing a process of restriction, on the contrary has been 
subjected to a mechanism of increasing incitement. . . . The will to knowl¬ 
edge has not come to a halt in the face of a taboo that must not be lifted, but 
has persisted in constituting ... a science of sexuality. 

—Michel Foucault (1978, 12) 

I n May 2008 , a French civil tribunal in Lille granted a marriage annulment 
(cumulation de muriate) to a petitioner, called Monsieur C., on the 
grounds that his wife (known as Madame H.) had lied about being a 
virgin before marriage. Monsieur C. argued that he considered virginity an 
essential quality in his spouse, a position he had made clear from the 
beginning of their relationship (hence his bride’s lie). Since Article 180 of 
the French Civil Code allows for annulments based on “errors” about the 
“essential quality” of the marriage partner, Monsieur C. was granted the 
annulment. 1 Madame FI. did not contest the decision, and the case, one of 
several hundred marriages annulled yearly in France, would likely have 
remained inconspicuous. But Monsieur C. and Madame H. were Muslims. 
By late May, the tribunal’s decision had generated a firestorm of protest. 
Even though the tribunal did not reference Monsieur C.’s religion and 
made Madame Fi.’s lie, rather than her virginity, the focal point of its 
decision, and even though Article 180 exists as a concession made to 
French Catholics after the 1975 legalization of divorce by mutual consent, 
the annulation de manage became a new battleground in the campaign to 
protect French secularism (laicite) from the supposed threat of patriarchal 
and “fundamentalist” Islam. 2 Linking the marriage annulment to other 


I am indebted to my interlocutors in France, and in particular Horia Demiati, for sharing 
their experiences with me. For comments on earlier drafts, I thank Gil Anidjar, Dorian Bell, 
and Joan Scott, as well as Saba Mahmood, Charles Hirschkind, Nadia Fadil, and other par¬ 
ticipants in an anthropology workshop at the University of California, Berkeley. 

1 See Code Civil, title 5, chap. 4, art. 180, http://www.legifrance.gouv.ff/affichCode 
.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070721 &dateTexte=20130916. 

2 The term “fundamentalism - ” ( integrisme ) circulates freely within secular-republican dis¬ 
course to describe any fonn of public Islamic religiosity that does not conform stricdy to sec¬ 
ular norms. Though for aesthetic reasons I do not always use scare quotes around the term, they 
are always implied. 
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“aberrant” sexual practices associated with Muslim immigrants—forced 
marriages, virginity certificates, and hymenoplasty—politicians on both 
the Left and Right declared that the “annulment had to be annulled for 
the purity, integrity, and modernity of [secular] French law to be main¬ 
tained” (Surkis 2010, 532). Much to her dismay, Madame H.’s nonvir¬ 
ginity became a political cause celebre; indeed, the future of French secu- 
larity hinged on her now-very-public sex life. Ignoring Madame H.’s stated 
desire for both an annulment and an end to media scrutiny, Rachida Dati, 
the minister of justice, suspended the initial annulment and appealed the 
decision to the Appeals Court of Douai, which in November 2008 over¬ 
turned the Lille tribunal’s decision. 3 

A seemingly very different case had unfolded in the Vosges region a few 
years earlier. In August 2006, Horia Demiati and her family arrived at a 
vacation cottage they had rented from Fanny Truchelut. 4 Upon seeing 
the headscarves worn by Demiati and her mother, Truchelut declared 
herself “very secular” and demanded that the two women remove their 
headscarves before entering any common areas. The family refused such an 
arrangement, and Demiati later sued Truchelut for racial and religious 
discrimination. The incident and following lawsuit were picked up first by 
the local and then national media, and in October 2007, a criminal court in 
Epinal heard the case. During the trial, Demiati’s lawyers asked her about 
her education and professional life to show, as Demiati put it in an in¬ 
terview with me, “that I wasn’t the [Muslim] woman that everyone as¬ 
sumes, who’s illiterate, who spends her days in the kitchen and who takes 
care of her husband and her children.” (The daily Liberation , which 
covered the trial, noted in its lead paragraph that Demiati worked in fi¬ 
nance and wore a pink headscarf to court; Thomas 2007.) At the request 
of Alexandre Varault, Truchelut’s lawyer, the court also heard from Annie 
Sugier and Anne Zelensky, two well-known republican feminists, who 
attested to the brutal treatment of women at the hands of Muslim men 
and maintained that the headscarf represented the submission of women 
to patriarchy. Varault later declared that Truchelut was very attached “to 
the freedom of women” (in Thomas 2007) and that she did not refuse 
lodging to Demiati because the latter was Muslim but because she wore a 
headscarf. “The headscarf,” proclaimed Varault, “is not simply a religious 
sign, it is [worn] to hide the fact that one is a woman” (in Thomas 2007). 

3 For an incisive reading of the marriage annulment case, see Surkis (2010). 

4 My account and subsequent analysis of the Demiati case is based on media reports and 
interviews that I conducted with Horia Demiati in 2011. I have used pseudonyms for the 
names of other nonpublic figures who were interlocutors during my fieldwork, conducted in 
Paris between 2002 and 2004 and again more sporadically between 2006 and 2011. 
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He then turned directly to Demiati and demanded: “And you, Madame 
Demiati, why do you wear this headscarf?” Though her lawyers told her 
not to answer, Demiati nevertheless felt compelled to respond. “I couldn’t 
not respond,” she later told me. “I really wanted to respond to the ques¬ 
tion, I wanted to explain. I told him simply that it was the result of a 
spiritual and personal path. . . . That’s all I said. I didn’t owe him an ex¬ 
planation.” A few days later, the court found Truchelut guilty of religious 
discrimination. 

These two cases seem quite different, but together they reveal the con¬ 
tradictory imperatives of secularism and, ultimately, the cunning of secular 
power. 5 Both cases not only make Muslim women the object of intense 
public debate, but they also make public—to the consternation of the two 
women involved—two domains that are normally considered private, even 
intimate, namely, sexuality and religiosity. In the first case, Madame H.’s 
sex life becomes a public affair; in the second, Horia Demiati is asked to 
publicly discuss the inner workings of her religious life. Both cases, then, 
challenge the public/private distinction with regard to sex and religion that 
anchors secular-liberal democracies. Secularism is routinely defined by its 
proponents as the separation of religion from public, political life and its 
relegation to the private sphere. Public and political life are thereby pro¬ 
tected from religion while religion is likewise protected front state inter¬ 
ference. Similarly, in secular-liberal societies, sexuality is in principle a pri¬ 
vate affair, beyond the purview of state interference. In fact, secularity has 
come to be seen as the necessary guarantor of women’s sexual freedom from 
the clutches of fundamentalist religion and from Islam in particular. Yet as 
the two aforementioned legal cases demonstrate, the key to upholding 
secularity depends on violating the very public/private distinction that 
underpins secularism’s organization of political and social life. Indeed, I 
begin with these seemingly unconnected cases because they exemplify a 
broader incitement to discourse (Foucault 1978), both in the way that sex 
and religion have become objects of intense public debate about Islam, 
and in the way that the political and legal practices aimed at securing sec¬ 
ularity compel Muslim women to reveal the innermost details of their sex¬ 
ual and spiritual lives in the public sphere. 

Drawing on political and legal debates, media representations, and eth¬ 
nographic fieldwork, this article examines the construction and trespass of 
the public/private boundary foundational to secularism and, in so doing, 
analyzes the competing and often contradictory imperatives of secular 


5 My notion of cunning riffs on Elizabeth Povinelli’s (2002) theory of “the cunning of 
recognition,” which itself draws on G. W. F. Hegel’s concept of the cunning of reason. 
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rule. The secularization of Islam, understood as necessary to Muslim inte¬ 
gration in France, requires the constant regulation and surveillance of re¬ 
ligious life—including the definition of what “real” Islam entails—in or¬ 
der to verify that Muslims are being properly religious. Similarly, within 
the dominant narrative of immigrant integration, the future of secular 
France depends on the sexual regulation and normalization of immigrant- 
origin populations. Thus, secular government is undergirded by the two 
competing imperatives of privatization and surveillance: the political, le¬ 
gal, and institutional discourses and practices that attempt to separate pri¬ 
vate from public have as their effect the contravention of the public/private 
distinction that subtends both normative religiosity and normative sexual¬ 
ity, rendering public the ostensibly private spiritual and sexual lives of 
Muslim women in order to regulate them. These competing imperatives 
of secular rule produce another set of contradictory demands on the ob¬ 
jects of regulation, namely, to hide and to exhibit, to make private and 
to render public. To show that they are properly religious—that is, secu¬ 
lar—Muslim women are compelled to speak about their religious beliefs 
and practices and to justify various forms of “aberrant” religiosity (wear¬ 
ing a headscarf, praying regularly, fasting at Ramadan) . 6 A similar compul¬ 
sion applies to their sex lives. 7 Given the extent to which normative (het- 
ero) sexuality has been foundational to French secularism, Muslim women 
have to disclose intimate information about themselves (the beliefs and 
practices that constitute their sexual lives) in order to demonstrate their 
sexual normality. Yet in so doing—in bringing their sexual and religious 
lives into the public sphere and making public that which must be private— 
they end up rendering themselves as not secular and not French. The si¬ 
multaneous incitement to exhibit and to hide, and the grim consequences 
of exhibiting that which must be hidden, constitute the cunning of secular 
power. 


6 I do not take religion as antithetical to the secular but rather formed within it. Proper 
religion—that which is anchored by the centrality of belief and manifests either in the pri¬ 
vate sphere or in designated religious sites like the mosque or church—is already secular. 
Thus, the secular Muslim subject can be either nonreligious (a “cultural Muslim”) or properly 
religious (she who practices religion in private). In opposition to the secular Muslim stands 
“the fundamentalist” (she who actively flouts public/private boundaries) or the “traditional 
Muslim” (she who has not yet learned to privatize her religious life). 

7 Ruth Mas (2006) also describes how the secular state compels the secular Muslim sub¬ 
ject, though she uses the term “compulsion” as a synonym for subjectivation or interpellation 
(i.e., subject formation within the constraint of norms). I am interested in the specific com¬ 
pulsions to hide and to reveal, and I use this particular term purposefully to invoke its dual 
sense of external force and deontic desire. 
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In attending to the nexus of sex and religion in the articulation of 
secularity in France, this article makes a series of interventions. Talal Asad’s 
work (1993, 2003) has paved the way for contemporary scholars to study 
secularism as a particular pattern of political rule that entails the inter¬ 
vention into and transformation of religious and ethical life and therefore 
to examine what we have come to call “religion” as an effect of secularism 
(Mas 2006; Sullivan 2007; Agrama 2010). Scholars have now also begun 
to attend to the ideological and political formation that Joan Scott (2011) 
terms “sexularism,” whereby sexual freedom and sexual equality are seen as 
the defining features of secular citizenship and secular democracy (Butler 
2008; Mahmood 2008; Fassin 2010). This latter work extends a broad 
body of existing literature on sexual normativity and democratic citizen¬ 
ship (Butler 1993; Berlant 1997; Bell and Binnie 2000). Yet, with a few 
important exceptions (e.g., Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2003), analyses of the 
regulation of religion (what might be called the religion-secularity nexus) 
and the normalization of sex (the sex-secularity nexus) have heretofore 
remained largely separate. As Scott herself observes, “there is a link be¬ 
tween religion and sex that needs further exploration” (2011, 96). 8 This 
article does just that, analyzing how the secular state’s regulation of reli¬ 
gious life is interwoven with its project of sexual normalization in its in¬ 
terpellation of French Muslims. I argue not only that the regulation of sex 
and of religion are parallel phenomena—with similarly competing imper¬ 
atives to render private and to surveil, and similarly contradictory incite¬ 
ments to hide and to exhibit—but also that these modes of regulation are 
imbricated: proper religion and proper sex, I hold, are mutually consti¬ 
tuted by secular rule. Moreover, pace Janet R. Jakobsen and Ann Pelle¬ 
grini (2003), who regard the secular state’s regulation of sexuality as a 
religious project and therefore a contradiction of secularism, and who call 
for a properly secular state that would fully separate religion from politics, 
I regard the regulation of sex and religion and the competing impera¬ 
tives of secular rule as essential to secularism’s operation. Like Hussein Ali 
Agrama (2010), I am interested precisely in the intractable tensions of 
secular rule. But I am also interested in how these tensions are deferred 
onto the subjects of regulation who, summoned to hide and simulta¬ 
neously to exhibit their sex and religion, become responsible for transgress¬ 
ing the boundary between public and private that secular rule both imple¬ 
ments and constantly undermines. 9 

8 Though she does not elaborate, Scott gestures to the way both normative sex and 
normative religion hinge on a public/private distinction (2011, 96, 97). 

9 There is obviously a historical specificity to the nexus of sex/religion in the interpellation 
of Muslims in contemporary Europe, but the secular state’s competing imperatives to render 
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Religion in the halls of government 

When Truchelut demanded that Demiati and her mother remove their 
headscarves in all common areas of the vacation cottage, she stated explic¬ 
itly that she was acting against the headscarf, not against Islam. Truche- 
lut’s statement draws on a widespread secular-republican discourse that 
seeks to distinguish between Islam and Islamism, between real religion 
and politicized religion—that is, between religion and politics. Real religion 
takes place in the private sphere, either within the realm of individual be¬ 
lief or in designated religious spaces like the mosque. Public expressions 
or practices of Islam outside these private spaces are, as a consequence, 
turned into forms of religious fundamentalism, an excess of religion that 
in fact is not religious but rather political. Thus, discussion prior to the 
passage of the 2004 law banning conspicuous religious signs in public 
schools sought to fix the meaning of the headscarf as the politicization of 
(otherwise private) religiosity. “The wearing of the veil is not the mani¬ 
festation of piety or modesty,” proclaimed Alain Juppe, then head of the 
center-right Union for a Popular Movement, “it is a militant act sustained 
by a veritable fundamentalist propaganda” (in Guiral and Schneider 2003). 
Franyoisc Hostalier, the former secretary of education, was equally certain: 
“To wear the Islamic veil is not a religious gesture but a political gesture” 
(Hostalier 2003). 

The constant designation of the hijab as a political rather than religious 
symbol makes its interdiction under a law banning religious signs some¬ 
what confusing. What I want to highlight, though, is the authoritative act 
of interpretation involved in that designation and the concomitant deter¬ 
mination by secular political and legal authorities of what constitutes real 
religion. Though lai'cite, and secularism more generally, are conventionally 
defined as the separation of church and state, and of religion and politics, 
a number of scholars argue that secularism demands instead administra¬ 
tive and legal intervention into and regulation of religious life (Asad 2003, 
2006; Sullivan 2007; Agrama 2010). Agrama, for example, argues that 
“the [secular] state is always drawing a line between the religious and the 
secular [by] promoting an abstract notion of‘religion,’ defining the spaces 
it should inhabit, authorizing the sensibilities proper to it, and then work¬ 
ing to discipline actual religious traditions so as to conform to this abstract 
notion to fit into those spaces, and to express those sensibilities” (2010, 
503). In France, laicite has long entailed the remaking of communal and 
ethical life (Hyman 1998; Bauberot 2000), and with regard to Islam in par- 


private and to surveil, and the contradictory incitement to hide and to reveal, have been central 
to the regulation of other nonnormative religious and sexual communities as well, including 
queers, Jews, and Mormons; see Hyman (1998), Warner (1999), and Gordon (2001). 
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ticular, the state has, since the nineteenth-century colonization of Algeria, 
restructured the Islamic tradition and refashioned Muslim sensibilities (in¬ 
cluding the definition of what it means to be Muslim) into forms consis¬ 
tent with secular-modern norms (Christelow 1985; Davidson 2012). 

Rather than separating religion from politics, then, secular govern¬ 
ment (including the particular French formation of lai'cite) necessarily in¬ 
volves the intersection of the religious and the political, since it entails the 
regulation, transformation, and definition of religion (or “real religion”) 
by political and legal authorities. After all, in order to deal with religion— 
either to regulate it or to protect it—secular authorities must first iden¬ 
tify what constitutes religion. As Asad writes, “in order to protect politics 
from religion [and] in order to determine its acceptable forms within the 
polity, the state must identify ‘religion.’ To the extent that this work of 
identification becomes a matter for the law, the Republic acquires the theo¬ 
logical function of defining religious signs and the power of imposing 
that definition on its subjects” (2006, 524). That theological function was 
enacted by Juppe and Hostalier, who determined that the headscarf was 
not properly religious—because not private—and was therefore a political 
act. Theological designations were also made by the 2003 Stasi Commis¬ 
sion, which, after proposing the enactment of a law, helpfully defined what 
constituted a religious sign ( hijabs , yarmulkes, and large crosses). Hence one 
of the immanent tensions of secular rule: the political, legal, and institu¬ 
tional discourses and practices that attempt to separate private religion front 
public politics necessitate the constant trespass of the boundary between 
religion and politics, and between public and private, that secular govern¬ 
ment ostensibly seeks to establish. Beyond this initial tension, however, lies 
a second one: secularization requires the constant surveillance of the pri¬ 
vate spaces to which religion has been assigned in order to verify that sub¬ 
jects (Muslims in this instance) are, in fact, being properly religious. These, 
then, are the contradictory imperatives of secular rule: to separate and to 
surveil, to make private and to regulate. Michel Foucault’s influential dic¬ 
tum about repression and/as incitement—how “the ‘putting into dis¬ 
course’ of sex, far from undergoing a process of restriction, on the con¬ 
trary has been subjected to a mechanism of increasing incitement” (1978, 
12)—applies, it turns out, to the regulation of religion as well. Far from 
undergoing a process of simple restriction by secular legal and political 
authority, religion, like sex, has been subjected to a mechanism of increas¬ 
ing incitement. 

Indeed, beyond the state’s various regulations that seek to make Islam 
into a real religion and to refashion Muslim sensibilities to accord with 
secular religiosity, what is remarkable is how much Islam is talked about 
in the French public sphere. If the hallmark of what has been called the Is- 
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lamic revival remains the participation of ordinary practitioners untrained 
in classical Islamic theology and jurisprudence, the same can be said about 
contemporary lai'cite. The media and the halls of government have become 
sites for separating Islam from political Islamism: the headscarf is emphat¬ 
ically declared not a Quranic obligation and not one of the pillars of Islam, 
thus neither necessary to being a Muslim nor protected by a fundamental 
right to religious liberty (Fernando 2010). Concomitantly, since the head¬ 
scarf is not deemed a legitimate religious practice, anyone wearing it im¬ 
mediately becomes suspect. Varault is not the only one asking “Why do 
you wear this headscarf?” 

The constant posing of that question, and the scrutiny of the motiva¬ 
tions, desires, and intentions of veiled women, constitute an incitement to 
speak about one’s religious life, to justify one’s practices, and to reveal the 
inner workings of one’s faith. And just as Demiati felt compelled to re¬ 
spond to Varault’s question despite her better judgment, so do many veiled 
women in France. Consider an article by Felwine Sarr (2003) in Oumma. 
com, a generalist Franco-Islamic website. Sarr criticizes the fact that “Mus¬ 
lim women are questioned in an inquisitorial manner about the reasons for 
their choice [to wear the headscarf],” declaring, “They don’t have to justify 
themselves . . . with regard to the validity of their reasoning. It is complex, 
belongs to them, and comes from an intimate casuistry.” Having affirmed 
that veiled women do not need to justify themselves, Sarr then spends the 
next four paragraphs doing just that, laying out in detail the “intimate ca¬ 
suistry”—the relationship between self and body and attendant notions of 
intimacy—upon which the practice of veiling rests. The ambivalent structure 
of Sarr’s response echoes Demiati’s reasoning in court remarkably closely. 
On the one hand, Demiati sees no need to explain her personal spiritual 
undertaking (“I don’t owe [Varault] an explanation”). On the other hand, as 
she put it, she “couldn’t not respond.” Indeed, against the advice of her 
lawyers, she wants to respond (“I wanted to explain”), to give an account 
of herself and show that she is a normal, modern French woman, not a vic¬ 
tim of fundamentalists or, alternatively, a fundamentalist herself. Always 
already interpellated as religiously aberrant, she must prove otherwise. Like 
Sarr, Demiati cannot resist answering the question. Compulsion operates 
here on two registers, as both force and desire, for the external compulsion 
(or command) to account for oneself becomes a deontic compulsion (a 
need) to respond. 

Responding to the question “Why do you wear this headscarf?” by ex¬ 
plaining one’s motivations and revealing one’s inner subjective life does 
not, however, make one any more acceptable or intelligible for a secular- 
republican public; in fact, it often does the opposite. For most Muslim 
French women like Demiati, veiling is both an individual choice and a 
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religious duty. Veiling cannot be imposed by others and must be under¬ 
taken willingly, according to the dictates of individual conscience, but veil¬ 
ing is also a necessary means by which to embody a particular model of 
female Muslim piety (Jouili and Amir-Moazami 2006; Fernando 2010). 
Yet the formulation of the headscarf as both a choice and an obligation 
remains unintelligible to a secular public (Bowen 2006; Fernando 2010). 
On the one hand, justifying the headscarf by emphasizing its status as an 
obligation makes one a fundamentalist, since secular republicans take that 
obligation to be incumbent upon all women; on the other hand, by de¬ 
claring the headscarf a choice, Muslim French women lose the capacity 
to express the ethical stakes of what it means to veil as a religious duty and 
as integral to one’s subjectivity. Yet framing the headscarf as both a reli¬ 
gious duty and a personal decision constitutes a kind of doublespeak for 
secular republicans, an insidious attempt to mask a fundamentalist agenda 
with liberal terms. Incited by secular power to speak of religion, to reveal 
their inner religious selves, Muslim French women can only reinforce the 
suspicions that generate this incitement, only confirm their status as anti¬ 
secular, fundamentalist subjects. 


Politics in the bedroom 

Proponents increasingly posit secularism as the best guarantee of sexual 
freedom and sexual equality and, therefore, as that which distinguishes the 
West from the woman-abusing rest, and especially from the Islamic world. 
European states have passed ever-more-restrictive legislation aimed at the 
twinned goals of buttressing secularity and emancipating Muslim women 
from sexually repressive and patriarchal Islamic tradition. In France, ad¬ 
vocates of the 2004 law banning headscarves in public schools and the 
2010 law banning face veils in all public spaces often cited gender equality 
as a justification, women’s emancipation having become integral to lai'cite 
in the past decade. The discourse of immigrant integration into secular 
French norms is thus increasingly mapped onto a distinction between ab¬ 
errant and normal sex. As Miriam Ticktin (2008) and Eric Fassin (2010) 
have argued, sexuality has become a discourse of border control in France, 
such that deviations from the sexual norm—polygamy, gang rape, forced 
marriage, and domestic or sexual violence—are taken as signs of deviant 
Muslim cultural alterity and nonbelonging to France. 10 As liberte and 
egalite have largely been redefined as sexual liberty and sexual equality, 


10 Though gang rape is no more common among immigrant-origin populations than 
among the “native” French population, it is largely construed as an alien cultural phenomenon, 
one that signals die aberrant sexual norms of immigrants and their offspring (Ticktin 2008). 
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and as lai'cite has come to be thought of as the political arrangement that 
best guarantees sexual liberty and sexual equality, women’s bodies and 
women’s sex lives have become key sites in secular France’s sell narrative of 
progress and national-cultural distinction. 

The 2004 and 2010 veiling bans demonstrate that the sexual freedom 
and sexual equality supposedly guaranteed by laicite rest on a project 
of sexual regulation and the normalization of France’s immigrant-origin 
population, a project that consistently oscillates between public and private 
realms even as it attempts to instruct Muslims in secular norms of public 
and private. Marriage has become a major site of legal regulation, and, as 
Judith Surlds writes, “references to dangerous deviations from ‘republi¬ 
can’ marriage [such as forced marriages and fraudulent marriages] permeate 
debates about immigration” (2010, 542). In April 2006, for example, a 
domestic violence law increased the power of public officials to annul ar¬ 
ranged or forced marriages. Surlds points out that the law also enables offi¬ 
cials to investigate “suspicious” marriages and annul fraudulent marriages, 
that is, marriages contracted not out of love but rather for immigration 
reasons: manages blancs (explicit green-card marriages) and managesgris 
(ultrafraudulent marriages in which the French spouse, almost always figured 
as female, is duped by her lover, almost always figured as Arab or African). 
This 2006 law follows a 2005 Ministry of Justice letter of instruction 
( circulaire ) to magistrates that details how to identify and investigate sus¬ 
pected cases of “simulated marriages” (either forced or fraudulent), espe¬ 
cially those concerning non-French nationals (Surlds 2010, 540-41). A 
similar 2003 immigration law enacted to combat marital fraud allows of¬ 
ficials to interview prospective marriage partners separately if they become 
suspicious about the true intentions of one or both of the partners. Surlds 
rightly notes that these laws aimed at regulating immigrant marriages 
“grant public officials increased latitude to monitor migrant intimacies and 
to scrutinize the marital choices of French citizens who are perceived to 
be (and hence made into) ‘foreigners’” (539). As such, these laws are enact¬ 
ments of national sovereignty, a sovereignty that is exercised by policing 
women’s, and especially Muslim women’s, sexual freedom in the name of 
protecting it. 

The regulation of migrant marriages and the state’s attendant scrutiny 
of migrant intimacies parallel other measures deployed against/on behalf 
of immigrant and immigrant-origin women to guarantee the republic’s 
sex norms. In March 2003, for example, a new internal security law crim¬ 
inalized the passive solicitation of sex. Any woman “whose dress or atti¬ 
tude gives the impression that she is soliciting money for sex” now faces 
a fine of €3,750 and a sentence of up to two months in prison (Ticktin 
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2008, 866). The law also authorizes revoking the residence permit of any 
nonnational who is arrested for passive soliciting, a clear indication of 
this new law’s location in a larger project of immigration control. Ticktin 
writes that the law was framed as a measure to protect both public order 
and migrant women victims of human trafficking. Like Surkis, she astutely 
reads these attempts at protecting public order and sexual freedom as ex¬ 
ercises in state sovereignty. “Crucially,” Ticktin contends, “the term ‘pas¬ 
sive soliciting’ is defined in such a way that the police can act as sovereign: 
they have the power to determine what behaviors constitute ‘soliciting’ 
since it is defined as ‘passive,’ not active” (867). 

The exercise of sovereignty to which Ticktin and Surkis gesture, one 
whose goal is to normalize migrant sex and make it republican and secular, 
depends on penetrating into and surveilling the ostensibly private domain 
of the bedroom and of individual desire. As I noted earlier, Asad (2006) 
claims that one aspect of secular sovereignty is precisely the state’s power 
to determine what constitutes both a religious sign and its meaning. He 
argues that the state does not restrict itself to what is visible but also con¬ 
fers upon itself the authority to decipher psychological processes like de¬ 
sire and will. Asad’s observation applies not only to the domain of religion 
but that of sexuality as well. The two marriage laws discussed above and the 
2003 passive-solicitation law call for public officials to determine the un¬ 
stated intentions of the subjects under their watch. Civil officials must de¬ 
termine whether the couple before them genuinely love one another (the 
normative basis for companionate marriage) or whether their marriage is 
a fraud—that is, not really founded on love. Not only must they read the 
behavior of the couple for clues, but they must also ask questions that re¬ 
veal the nature of whatever intimacy exists between partners. Similarly, po¬ 
lice must determine whether a woman on the street intends to solicit sex 
regardless of whether she actually does so; they must read her behavior and 
her dress as external signs of an interior intention to solicit. In both these 
instances, public officials must render external and public that which is os¬ 
tensibly internal and private and do so in the name of upholding a norma¬ 
tive sexuality subtended by a strong distinction between public and pri¬ 
vate, external and internal, political and intimate. Put another way, the 
reformation of immigrant subjects’ sexual behavior so as to reproduce the 
particular arrangement of public/private on which secular-republican sex¬ 
uality depends requires the constant trespass of that boundary. 11 


11 This project of normalizing Arab-Muslim sexuality, and the concomitant trespass of the 
public/private boundary being instituted, has colonial antecedents; see, e.g., Alloula (1986), 
Clancy-Smith (1998), and Surkis (2010). 
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Neither whore nor doormat 

Significantly, a number of self-declared secular Muslim women ( musul- 
manes laiques) have become key players in the state’s project to reform 
immigrant sexuality, most notable among them Fadela Amara and Loubna 
Meliane, the cofounders of Ni Putes Ni Soumises (NPNS; Neither Whores 
nor Doormats), a group protesting the denigration of immigrant-origin 
women in the banlieues (outer suburbs). 12 Both Amara and Meliane pub¬ 
lished popular autobiographies about their traumatic personal experiences 
with Islamic patriarchy, and, speaking as experts on “Islamic fundamen¬ 
talism” and the suffering of Muslim women, both established a strong 
presence in media and politics. Much of NPNS’s success can be attributed 
to the way in which its leaders offer themselves, and are eagerly read, as lib¬ 
erated, integrated counterpoints to the paradigmatic menace of the veiled 
woman (la musulmane voile'e). Somewhat paradoxically, then, a few non¬ 
white Muslim women have become spokespersons for the sexual equality 
and sexual freedom that are thought to define French culture in contrast 
to the sexual oppression and gender inequality of Islam. 

The juxtaposition of the musulmane laique and the musulmane voile'e 
and the narrative of successful sexuality as successful integration remain 
consistent features of discussions about Islam in France (Fernando 2009). 
In televised debates about the law banning headscarves in public schools, 
for instance, secular Muslim women like Amara and Meliane were often 
seated next to or opposite women in headscarves. On the October 19, 
2003, edition of Ripostes (aired on France 5), Meliane was placed across 
front Sihant Andalouci, a member of the Collective of French Muslims. An- 
dalouci, a Muslim French activist who was relendessly attacked as an anti¬ 
republican and antisecular fundamentalist by Meliane, wore a cream-colored 
turtleneck sweater and matching headscarf, with only her face visible. Meli¬ 
ane was dressed in a fashionable blouse that left her shoulders bare and her 
bra straps visible. Meliane’s secularity and integration were demonstrated 
through her bodily comportment and her embrace of normative hetero- 
femininity, underscoring the dominant narrative of successful integration 
through successful sexuality. That the juxtaposition of veiled and unveiled 
female bodies was staged during an episode of Ripostes titled “Is Laicite 
under Attack?” (and it was clear both that it was and by whom) highlights 
the way in which sex norms and secular norms have become coextensive. 


12 For other readings of Ni Putes Ni Soumises, see Fernando (2009), Kemp (2009), and 
Winter (2009). 
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Meliane’s bodily comportment visually echoes the broader rhetoric 
of publicly secular Muslim women who, in their autobiographies and me¬ 
dia appearances, actively embrace the particular coordinates of secular- 
republican heterosexual norms. For example, in Amara’s autobiography, 
she identifies wearing makeup and certain forms of dress—“short skirts, 
tight-fitting jeans, low-cut blouses, and short T-shirts”—as necessary for 
“showing off our femininity” against the backdrop of repressive Muslim 
patriarchy (2006, 65). Similarly, Meliane once remarked, “It’s better to 
wear a miniskirt and take up one’s femininity than to hide it behind a veil in 
order to avoid the gaze of others” (Meliane 2003a). Like other republican 
neofeminists, Meliane and Amara identify certain sartorial practices as es¬ 
sential to femininity and consequently define femininity as sexual desirability 
and sexual availability to the male gaze (Guenif-Souilamas and Mace 2004). 
Meliane and Amara also naturalize this particular mode of femininity, so 
that taking up one’s natural qualities as a woman has a particular sartorial 
form. And both posit wearing makeup and revealing clothes as acts of sex¬ 
ual liberation and sexual equality. Within this rhetoric of sexual availability 
as sexual normality, veiling comes to be seen as sexually abnormal and fun¬ 
damentally repressive. 

As the organization’s name suggests, the model of heterofemininity 
embraced by Ni Putes Ni Soumises is produced and reproduced through 
a sexualized contrast between the sexually normal musulmane lai'que and 
her two sexually abnormal counterparts: the veiled doormat (la soumise ) 
and the whore (la pute). If la soumise represents repressed sexuality and a 
lack of femininity, la pute represents an excessive sexuality that breaches 
the bounds of proper femininity. As Anna Kemp writes, “Prostitutes who 
claim to have sex for money out of choice are disturbing because they 
have separated sexuality from desire [while] Muslim women who choose to 
veil create confusion because they have opted out of a mainstream vision 
of female sexuality as overtly and publicly alluring” (2009, 26-27). If the 
sexual abnormality of the unfashionable soumise emerges front her refusal 
to participate in consumerist femininity, the pute takes consumerism too 
far, commodifying her own body. Importantly, as Ruth Mas (2006) re¬ 
minds us, these secular Muslim subjects emerge within the constraints of 
the dominant norms that precede and condition them. 13 The semantic 


13 For Mas, secular Muslims subvert the conditions of their emergence by bringing to¬ 
gether two terms, secular and Muslim, that reappropriate the categories of Islam and Muslim 
from their status as inherently violent. I disagree, since these secular Muslims rework Islam 
according to the terms of lai'cite. Indeed, as I contend elsewhere (Fernando 2009), French 
republicanism has long split the Muslim into commensurable and incommensurable forms 
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juxtaposition enacted by NPNS therefore reiterates the broader regula¬ 
tory regime of which the various laws criminalizing prostitution and veil¬ 
ing are part. In other words, NPNS merely makes explicit a wider secular- 
republican logic: to be sexually normal, and therefore hilly secular, is to be 
ni pute, ni soumise. 

That ni/ni (neither/nor) structure of secular-republican sexuality re¬ 
peats itself within the figure of la soumise (or la musulmane voile'e ) herself. 
Consider Varault’s declaration in the Demiati-Truchelut hearing that “the 
headscarf is not simply a religious sign, it is [worn] to hide the fact that 
one is a woman.” Varault’s understanding of the headscarf as hiding or 
dissimulating the fact of womanhood is fairly common. According to 
Scott, “In this view, girls [are] lost to their feminine identity if their bod¬ 
ies [cannot] be seen” (2007, 158). Scott persuasively argues that within 
republican ideology, subjectivation is not just dialogic but also fundamen¬ 
tally gendered. To put Scott’s point into Althusserian terms, man hails 
woman into being: “Feminine identity depend[s] on male desire; male 
desire depend[s] on visual stimulation” (158). Hence the common notion 
that veiled women “hide [their femininity] behind a veil” (Meliane) and, in 
so doing, hide the fact that they are women (Varault). Sex and gender are 
collapsed in this interpretation of the veil as hiding “the fact that one is 
a woman”: the quality of being a woman depends on one’s femininity, 
which in turns depends on one’s normative (hetero) sexuality. And that 
normative sexuality requires that a woman be uncovered, that she show 
off her femininity, that she reveal her sex. 

Yet as Scott further observes in her analysis of republican reactions to 
the headscarf, if there was “something sexually amiss about girls in head- 
scarves ... it was as if both too little and too much were being revealed” 
(2007, 152). Scott productively reads the “too much”—not merely the 
absence of sexuality but its excessive presence—as an uncomfortable re¬ 
minder of French republicanism’s inability to deal fully with the problem 
that sexual difference poses for the abstract universalism on which repub¬ 
licanism rests. In other words, Muslim recognition of sexual difference via 
the headscarf reveals the contradictions of French republicanism, hence 
the discomfort provoked by the veil. I want to take the notion of “too 
much” in a somewhat different direction, one that points to the ambiva¬ 
lence of secular-republican sexuality and to the resulting, and contradic¬ 
tory, demands on Muslim French women to exhibit and to hide simulta- 

of difference. Moreover, as I argue in that essay, the term “secular Muslim” continues to 
reinscribe the essential difference of Muslims, who cannot simply be secular. Rather than 
subvert the conditions of their emergence, these self-declared secular Muslims reiterate the 
very terms of secularism and Islamophobia in France. 
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neously. On the one hand, mainstream republican feminists now equate 
gender equality with sexual emancipation and the visibility of the female 
body. 14 On the other hand, many of these feminists have long criticized 
sexual exhibitionism for reducing women to their sexed bodies. Gender 
equality seemingly depends on some kind of visibility, thus public school 
teachers’ consistent demand, before 2004, that veiled students, apparently 
showing too little of themselves, reveal their necks, earlobes, and hairlines 
as a “compromise.” 15 But girls should not show too much of themselves 
either, as demonstrated by the 2003 affaire du string, when some schools 
began sending home girls whose thong underwear was visible between 
their low-cut pants and cropped T-shirts. Pundits bemoaned the over- 
sexualization of young women and the way in which, as Socialist Party 
leader Segolene Royal put it, “the string [thong] reduces young girls to a 
behind” (in Scott 2007, 161). This ambivalent relationship to the sexual 
visibility of the female body comes together in critiques of the veil. For as 
much as the veil is thought to hide the fact of one’s sexed body, it is equally 
criticized, sometimes by the same detractors, for unnecessarily sexualiz- 
ing the body and drawing attention to it. 

A number of critics contend, after all, that veiling contradictorily reveals 
what it is supposed to hide, namely, the sex of a woman’s body. According 
to one liberal political theorist, “It reveals by covering: the sexuality that 
must be veiled is performatively construed through the very act of veiling 
it” (Thomassen 2011, 334). Intended to dissimulate, the veil ends up ex¬ 
posing, and in so doing it oversexualizes women, confirming the presence 
of an inegalitarian gender system based on sexual difference and sexual 
inequality. Feminist scholar Bronwyn Winter repeats this contention in 
her analysis of the hijab controversy in France. Examining the close rela¬ 
tionship between hair and sexuality across various patriarchal cultural for¬ 
mations, she compares veiled women to “models, dancers, singers, strip¬ 
pers, ‘escorts,’ ‘hostesses,’ and street sex workers alike [who] display and 
toss, with practiced nonchalance, often elaborately coiffed locks in a care- 


14 I want to make clear that the following discussion refers to a particular strand of re¬ 
publican feminism that is nevertheless dominant in France. There exist, of course, other forms 
of French feminism, including feminist critiques of the 2004 ban on headscarves and feminist 
defenses of veiling. For more on this, see Delphy (2008), Kemp (2010), and Ali (2012). 

15 At the lycee (high school) where I worked between 2002 and 2004, teachers would 
often ask veiled students to pull their headscarves down in order to show a little hair. Simi¬ 
larly, in 2003 the Lycee Henri-Wallon, site of the final headscarf affair before the 2004 law, 
asked Alma and Lila Levy to don “a less severe version of their headscarves” that “showed 
their necks, ear lobes and the beginnings of their hairline” as a “final compromise proposal” 
(Winter 2008,253). 
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fully coded performance of titillation. From this point of view, the hijab is 
a hypersexualizing marker par excellence” (2008, 26). Turning to the “par¬ 
adoxical nature of the French hijab,” Winter approvingly quotes Moroccan 
feminist Maria Bahnini, interviewed for Liberation-. “If one refers to the 
spirit of the Qur’an , the veil’s objective is that women do not attract atten¬ 
tion, are not stared at. Young French women who wear the veil are not, 
however, doing so to become invisible but on the contrary to become vis¬ 
ible. . . . The veil does not protect them, it exposes them. There is an odd 
mix of rebellion, religion and Star Academy” (in Winter 2008, 250). 16 
Drawing on Bahnini’s assertion—a widely shared opinion among secular 
republicans and liberals alike—Winter seeks to underscore the ostensibly 
contradictory nature of the headscarf: though it attempts to hide “the fact 
that one is a woman,” it ends up revealing it in excess of the normal pro¬ 
tocols of female sexuality. Interestingly, the veiled woman and the whore 
are once again juxtaposed here, though this time as analogous figures of 
hypersexualization (the musulmane voile'e becomes et pute et soumise, both 
whore and doormat). Whether the veil reveals too much or too little, or 
both too much and too little, Winter’s reference to strippers, sex workers, 
and veiled women invokes the ni/ni logic of secular-republican sexuality 
in which women must reveal something of their sexed body but not too 
much. Getting that alignment right—revealing neither too much nor too 
little, being ni pute ni soumise —constitutes the basis of secular-republican 
sexual normativity. 

Bahnini’s earlier juxtaposition—the headscarf as “an odd mix” of reli¬ 
gion and Star Academy —is also telling. The mix is odd because religion is 
supposed to be private, not performed in public. Within the conventional 
Protestant-qua-secular definition of religion, religion concerns the tran¬ 
scendental or otherworldly and manifests in ascetic practices, if it mani¬ 
fests at all. Within this secular definition of religion, “a concern with 
adornment is incompatible with religious expressions” (Asad 2006, 523). 
As a result, “what is asserted to be mandatory Islamic behavior cannot 
be authentic if it is at the same time combined with ‘capitalist signs’ ” 
(523). Nor can it be combined with signs of female sexuality. 17 The no¬ 
tion that religion does not mix with sexuality or femininity underpins the 
widespread sense among many republicans and liberals that wearing a head¬ 
scarf with makeup and fashionable clothes is somehow contradictory. The 
internationally renowned Egyptian feminist Nawal El-Saadawi exemplifies 

16 Star Academy is a singing competition reality television show. 

17 Asad overlooks the imbrication of sexuality in the secular regulation of religion. He 
reads the liberal and republican critique of adornment through the framework of capitalist 
consumption, ignoring the sexual normativity that equally underpins that critique. 
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this reaction. Writing about young French women protesting the 2004 
law banning religious signs, El-Saadawi (2004) dismissively notes that the 
young women “wearing the veil were often clothed in tight-fitting jeans, 
their faces covered with layers of make-up, their lips painted bright red, 
the lashes around their eyes thickened black or blue with heavy mascara.” 
We, the readers, are left to infer the supposed contradiction between true 
piety and this kind of feminine sexual adornment, one that signals the ap¬ 
parent inauthenticity of these women’s religiosity. Similarly, Winter (2008, 
251) refers to what she calls “the ‘Star Academy’ syndrome identified by 
Bahnini” to question the actual religiosity of veiled girls. “The hybridized 
hijab has become truly hip,” Winter writes. “There is a definite media- 
marketable ‘coolness’ about being a modern Muslim girl in trendy jeans 
and a hijab” (251). Winter implies that Muslim girls take up the hijab not 
because they have any interest in becoming more pious; rather, they just 
want to be cool. Winter’s reading of these girls’ (unvoiced) intentions— 
Winter is apparently also in the business of reading inner intentions about 
religiosity front outward signs—relies on the juxtaposition of trendy jeans 
and the hijab , which in turn relies on the common assumption that religion, 
real religion, does not have any truck with such markers of feminine sexu¬ 
ality. Winter’s critique reveals how much the secular imperative to define 
proper religion—and proper sexuality—relies on and reproduces an oppo¬ 
sitional relationship between sex and religion. Religion and sexuality are 
brought together in this logic to demarcate what is properly religious (that 
is which is not sexual) and what is properly sexual (that which is not re¬ 
ligious). 18 Secular government, then, does not simply entail the regulation 
of sex and of religion; rather, secular religiosity and secular sexuality are 
constituted and normalized together. 


18 The opposition between religion and sex continues to drive the old trope of Islam as far 
too concerned with sex to be a real religion. Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, for example, 
plays on this opposition in its parody of the emergence of Islam. In addition to being called 
“the Businessman” because he constantly bargains with God and the archangel Gabriel— 
remember that real religion stands against moneymaking too—Rushdie’s Mohammed/Ma- 
hound is a sexually ravenous clown who, after his first wife’s death, sleeps with so many 
women that his beard turns half white in a year. As Bhikhu Parekh notes, polygamy becomes 
“God’s own permission to fuck as many women as he [Mohammed/Mahound] liked,” and 
the Quran “a book ‘spouting’ rules” about sexual intercourse in which “only two sexual 
positions are legitimate, one of them being sodomy” (1990, 697). The essence of the joke 
here, and the accompanying frisson of mockery, arise from Rushdie’s juxtaposition of sex 
and religion: Mahound is a charlatan because he is so sexually debauched. Rushdie’s novel 
thereby plays on the sense—fundamental to Christian and secular discourses about Islam 
from the Crusades onward—that Islam is not a real religion because it explicitly recognizes 
sex as a site of pleasure. 
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Let's talk about sex 

If successful integration into the republic entails the inhabitation of sec¬ 
ular sexuality, it is perhaps unsurprising that the autobiography—the most 
intimate of nonfiction genres—has emerged as a popular source of in¬ 
formation about Muslim French women’s lives (see Bellil 2003; Meliane 
2003b; Amara 2006). 19 Structured like conversion narratives, these auto¬ 
biographies first describe gender and sexual dysfunction within the Arab- 
Muslim home and community at large before recounting a story of self- 
realization achieved by breaking away from that dysfunction. The most 
powerful remains Samira Bellil’s Dans Venfer des tournantes (In the hell of 
gang rapes), in which Bellil narrates her journey from abuse at the hands 
of her father, to her trauma as the victim of multiple gang rapes by pred¬ 
atory males in the housing projects (cites), to her descent into alcohol and 
drug addiction, to her ultimate recovery. Kemp (2009) has pointed out 
the ways in which Bellil’s testimony, which Bellil clearly considered a 
profoundly personal story, was nonetheless marketed by her publisher as 
a window into the general sexual savagery of the banlieues. 10 According 
to the publisher, the text “unveils the sexual violence that has been insti¬ 
tutionalized and made ordinary in cites and in the banlieues , where ev¬ 
erything is reduced to a relationship of power and domination” (in Kemp 
2009, 27). The metaphor of unveiling used by the publisher is significant. 
For as Bellil pulls back the veil on life in the banlieues, she does so by of¬ 
fering up her own troubled familial, sexual, and romantic life for public pe¬ 
rusal. The structure of that double unveiling underscores the way in which 
the narrative of secular-republican integration, in which normalized sexual¬ 
ity signals successful integration, requires women like Bellil, Amara, and 
Meliane to reveal publicly the most intimate details of their private lives in 
order to be recognized as integrated subjects. If normal sex is private sex, 
these secular Muslim women must nonetheless prove their normality pre¬ 
cisely by bringing their sex lives into the public sphere for monetized con¬ 
sumption by a literary public. 

If Bellil, Amara, and Meliane, by unveiling their private, sexual lives, 
have been at least partially accepted as integrated subjects, other Muslim 
French women—and especially veiled women—have not, though they are 
no less subject to the incitement to speak about their sexual beliefs and 
practices. Consider an episode of 100 minutes pour comprendre (100 min- 


19 For other work that critically examines the expanding market for Muslim women’s 
autobiographies, see Mahmood (2008) and Kemp (2009). 

20 Bellil (2003) notes in her autobiography that it was her therapist’s idea to publish her 
story, initially written as part of her therapy. 
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utes to understand; aired on France 2, January 19, 2004) titled “God and 
the Republic.” Though most of the show concerned the then-proposed law 
banning religious signs, it suddenly veered midpoint into a prerecorded 
segment on virginity certificates. The segment began by observing that 
many immigrant-Muslim families demand certificates of virginity front their 
potential daughters-in-law. It then featured a group in Cergy-Pontoise (a 
suburb of Paris) that organizes against virginity certificates and includes 
a number of veiled women. The reporter interviewed one of these veiled 
women, who states that though it remains important not to have sex be¬ 
fore marriage, “no woman should have to show herself like that.” While 
such an attitude seems perfectly logical within an ethic of bodily sover¬ 
eignty, the reporter framed these veiled women’s position against virginity 
certificates as “a paradox,” noting bemusedly that “even though they are 
against the certificate, they are for chastity before marriage.” The short 
segment ended tangentially with the reporter’s statement that women of 
immigrant descent are twice as likely to suffer sexual aggression as “French” 
women. 

When the show came back to its debate format, the moderator imme¬ 
diately turned to Saida Kada (a veiled Muslim French activist and one of a 
dozen or so guests) and asked, “Is what we heard true?” “Of course it is,” 
Kada replied, “but we’re speaking about something [sexual aggression and 
virginity certificates] for which Islam and the veil are not responsible.” 
Kada then asserted her own disapproval of virginity certificates. This mo¬ 
ment is remarkable in exemplifying a common double move: not only do 
secular republicans explicitly associate the headscarf with abnormal sexual 
practices and sexual violence, but they also then demand that veiled women 
account for that association. Kada is immediately put on the spot, called 
upon to prove her normality, as well as her legitimacy as an interlocutor, by 
condemning aberrant or violent sex. Because she wears a headscarf and is 
immediately sexually suspect, Kada is compelled to reveal herself as sexu¬ 
ally normal by stating her sexual beliefs in public. But precisely because 
she already wears a headscarf—because she is religiously suspect—she in 
fact can never be sexually normal within the terms of French secularity. 
Her viewpoint remains “a paradox” at best, fundamentalist doublespeak 
at worst. 

These overlapping acts of incitement, surveillance, and castigation oc¬ 
cur in nontelevised settings as well. Karima is a woman of Moroccan de¬ 
scent in her late twenties and a longtime interlocutor from my fieldwork. 
She described to me the deontic and discursive compulsions she experi¬ 
ences in her day-to-day life as a result of putting on the veil almost a de¬ 
cade ago. “When you’re a veiled Muslim woman,” Karima began, “people 
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want to know you intimately.” Because the veil remains so maligned in 
France, “you do everything to be accepted.” Though she now feels less 
dependent on others’ acceptance for her own self-worth, she related how, 
in the first years of wearing the headscarf, she was constantly smiling and 
engaging others in order to prove that she was “sans complexes’’’’ (without 
hang-ups): “They take away your speech in the media, you speak with 
abandon in private space to say, ‘look, I’m normal!’ . . . When I first wore 
the headscarf, I needed to speak. . . . It’s stupid, but I needed to speak, to 
prove that I was normal.” Karima’s urge to speak echoes that experienced 
by Demiati when Maitre Varault demanded to know why she wears the 
headscarf. Although Demiati realized that her inner spirituality was her 
own private affair, she felt compelled to answer the question, to speak back 
about herself in a context in which others were speaking about (and for) 
her and women like her. Demiati felt obliged, as Karima did, to show that 
underneath her headscarf, she was “normal.” 

If Demiati was compelled to speak publicly about religion and to reveal 
the inner workings of her spiritual and ethical life, Karima has had to talk 
about sex. She described working with another veiled friend at a small law 
office in Paris. Her boss, Anne, “saw right away that we were veiled, and 
you know what, right away the questions came: ‘how do you live, what do 
you think of polygamy, tell me about your sexuality, etc.’” Karima an¬ 
swered honestly that she was not against polygamy, explaining that she 
found the framework of polygamy less troubling than adultery. “I am not 
against polygamy,” she repeated to me, “it doesn’t shock me at all.” But 
Karima is nonetheless aware that saying so has consequences: “I mean, I 
risk looking like a fundamentalist.” She also recognized the dynamic at 
work in these incitements to speak about sex. “You’re being tested,” she 
told me. “You’re often spoken to about homosexuality, you’re spoken to 
with crude words [about sex]. You’re being tested. You have to prove that 
you’re normal.” She described another moment with Anne, who once 
said nonchalantly to Karima—her employee, recall, not her friend—that 
she would like to take a lover. Anne then asked Karima what she thought. 
Laughing incredulously at the memory, Karima continued: “What does 
she want me to say?! It’s hamm [forbidden]! What does she want me to 
say?” Having already revealed herself as a fundamentalist in their previous 
conversation about polygamy, Karima kept her mouth shut this time. 

Karima’s experiences illustrate not only the incitement to exhibit one’s 
sexual (and religious) beliefs and practices that has become a hallmark of 
secularity but also the cunning of that incitement. Karima is compelled to 
talk about sex in order to prove that she is normal. But when she does 
speak, making public what otherwise would have remained private—her 
views about polygamy and adultery—she reveals herself as existing outside 
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the secular-sexual norm. She fails the test. In fact, the test is set up to re¬ 
cord women like Karima and Saida Kada as failures of integration, as sex¬ 
ually and religiously abnormal. After all, it is precisely because, as veiled 
women, they are always already suspected of being sexually and religiously 
abnormal that they must prove otherwise. Yet the fact that they wear the 
headscarf and therefore subscribe to a sexual ideology different from re¬ 
publican sexuality as well as to a set of authoritative norms different from 
secular religiosity, makes passing the test impossible. On the one hand, as 
Demiati found out, it is difficult to remain silent when one is the subject of 
so much public discourse. On the other hand, answering to the compulsion 
to speak, to take the test, only renders one more suspicious, only confirms 
one as a fundamentalist and a purveyor of doublespeak. Consistently called 
upon to make public and speak publicly about that which normally remains 
private (namely, their sexual and religious beliefs and practices), veiled Mus¬ 
lim French women cannot but disqualify themselves as not normal, not sec¬ 
ular, not French. 

The cunning of secular power helps, then, to defer and displace the 
fundamental tensions of secularism that emerge from its contradictory im¬ 
peratives to separate and to regulate, to privatize and to surveil. As I have 
argued, the public discourses and political practices that attempt to regu¬ 
late sex and religion have as their effect the contravention of the public/ 
private distinction that underpins normative sexuality and normative reli¬ 
giosity. Secularism constantly trespasses the very boundary it seeks to erect. 
The burden of that trespass, however, falls elsewhere. Secular power’s cun¬ 
ning lies in its double gesture: secular authorities incite Muslim French 
women to reveal publicly the innermost details of their sexual and religious 
lives, then take them to task for doing so, for exhibiting in public that 
which should be private. What I want to highlight, in conclusion, is how 
that cunning serves to displace the burden of trespass onto Muslim French 
women, who become responsible for the tensions and contradictions of sec¬ 
ular rule. Thus, in a masterful dissimulation of the nature of its rule, it is 
Muslim French women who are seen to undermine the boundary between 
public and private, not secular power itself. 

Department of Anthropology 
University of California, Santa Cruz 
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